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Book Reviews

The Earliest Christian Manuscripts: Manuscripts and Christian Origins, by Larry
W. Hurtado. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006. 248 pp. $22.00 (paperback).
ISBN: 0802828957.
As one of the best recognized scholars of early Christianity, Larry Hurtado
has spent much of his career analyzing the history and context of early devotion
to Jesus. His most recent authored publication, Earliest Christian Artifacts, has
earned him world-wide recognition as a papyrologist. The book seeks to bridge
a chasm that exists between classical papyrology and Christian theology. There
is a hole in the field of New Testament studies, one that swallows most students
and scholars. Surprisingly, most are not familiar with the most important documents from which we derive our New Testament. Eerdmans has done it again
and published a book that must be negotiated by anyone who wishes to merge
the fields of textual criticism and traditional history and theology.
A brief glance at the textual apparatus of the Greek New Testament will
illustrate the point. Whenever possible the editors will turn to the papyri to
settle textual disputes, their reasoning being that the earlier the text is, the
closer it must be to the original reading. These most ancient witnesses are
not only important because of the text that is on them, but also for what the
texts themselves can tell us about the communities that used them. Thus,
the manuscripts serve as artifacts the same way that a coin or vase would to a
Roman archaeologist digging in Italy. Hurtado’s masterful study is divided into
two main sections that treat the texts themselves (i.e. their contents), as well as
the scribal features that are contained in them to discuss the texts from earliest
Christianity.
This first section comprises two chapters; one on the contents of the texts
and the another on the form of the books. First, Hurtado summarizes the types
of works that survive from the second and third centuries. One would think
that the Christians of the post-apostolic era used something similar to our Bible, this is not the case. From Old Testament texts to those of our new testa-
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ment to apocryphal writings to those of second and third generation leaders,
the corpus is rich and varied. While it is true that some works were localized
and important only to those who lived in those locations, some texts spread
rapidly and survive in incredible numbers considering the conditions that
have had to exist for millennia for them to survive. One such text is the Shepherd of Hermas. It is universally accepted that Hermas was written in the first
half of the second century c.e. There are, however, texts that survive from the
sands of Egypt from the latter half of the second century and early years of
the third. In fact, the Shepherd of Hermas was the most popular book to the
early Church save the Psalms and the gospels of Matthew and John. This is
but one example of many that could be shown to illustrate Hurtado’s point,
namely that texts were shared across huge regions and shows that, based upon
the texts themselves, the early Church was more communal and translocal
than has been previously argued.
Another way to distinguish between Christian works, Hurtado notes, is
the form which the book takes. There is a striking contrast between traditional
pagan works and Christianity’s preference toward the codex. Indeed, one of
the lasting contributions of Christianity to the world was the emphasis on the
codex. It was easier for them to gather their different groups of texts (gospels,
Pauline writings, etc.) in this form, and it took the rest of the world over three
hundred years to begin using this style of book production at the same pace.
Indeed, one of the early and lasting contributions of Christianity to the world
at large was the emphasis on using the codex.
The second main emphasis of the book is an in-depth analysis of the
distinctive Christian features of Christian manuscripts. Unfortunately, we
can only sample two of the many that Hurtado describes in his book. First
is the nomen sacrum, Latin for “sacred name.” These nomina sacra (plural)
are distinctly Christian features that almost certainly identify the theological
provenance of the text. These nomina sacra are simply abbreviated forms of
the Greek words they stand for, being the first and the last letters of the Greek
name with a super linear stroke above them. Originally these belonged to a
group of four words that were consistently modified but eventually grew to a
group of 15 around the fourth century.
Another example of what a manuscript can tell the scholar about its usage
has to do with its size. Simply stated, large texts were used in public, smaller
ones were not. Readers’ aids and other features (that are generally never found
in non-Christian texts) are inversely proportional to smaller texts. Generally,
anything smaller than 10 centimeters squared is considered to be a “mini-codex” and were used as personal travel scriptures and single passage amulets.
Larger texts took much more time to prepare and were treated with more respect. There are breathing marks and visible dividers that separate sentences and
thoughts in the texts. Obviously, the texts that have these features were seen as
more important because they were used in a public setting and for the benefit
of many. Since most people could not afford their own set of scriptures, hearing
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them read aloud in church was the way they learned the doctrines and teachings
that they considering binding to them and their salvation.
The great thing about this book is that it fills a definite void in the field of
New Testament studies but does it in a way that will allow both the layman
and scholar to access its groundbreaking information. All technical terms are
thoroughly explained in their historical and textual contexts so as to convey
knowledge to the reader as well as allow them to gain confidence to a very
complex period in Christian history. The only thing remotely bad thing Hurtado can be accused of is perhaps being too simplistic on certain topics and not
exploring the other side to his argument. But overall, this is a work that, in only
a year and a half since its publication, has already proven itself to be seminal to
the field of New Testament studies and required reading for anyone who wishes
to approach a full understanding of early Christianity.
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